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Abstract 

In 2017, it was revealed that the Cambridge University Press (CUP) capitulated to the Chinese government, 

removing hundreds of articles from the renowned journal The China Quarterly. All of this to comply with 

regulations set by the leadership in Beijing that otherwise would have prevented CUP to sell its journal to the 

very profitable Chinese market. In the following months, similar news regarding major publishers came to 

light and showed that complying whit the Chinese censorship is much more common than people used to 

think. In this essay, I first report some of the major incidents due to the Chinese influence on academic 

freedom abroad and examine how different publishers tried to justify their actions in different ways. 

Subsequently, drawing from the examples of publishers selling in China, I will analyse the commercial 

nature of the publishing industry and its contradictions, as well as the problems that arise from its 

incompatibility with academic freedom. What does it mean to lock articles behind a paywall? And what does 

it mean to make them freely accessible by everybody? After answering these questions, I will finally put 

forth a number of possible solutions in order to counteract the trends that endanger academic freedom 

nowadays.  

 

What happened in Cambridge is just the tip of the iceberg 

In 2017, it became known that the Cambridge University Press (CUP) removed 315 articles from the Chinese 

website of one of their journals, namely The China Quarterly, at the request of the Chinese government. CUP 

capitulation was followed by great shock and outrage of the academic community, to the point that the 

publisher eventually decided to reinstate the banned articles to uphold the principle of academic freedom at 

the cost of damaging the journal in terms of purchasing and disseminations within the country.  

What happened with the CUP submission to the Chinese censorship initially seemed to have had substantial 

impact, since people started to investigate and expose similar restriction regarding other publishers. Those 

inquiries led to the conclusion that the case of CUP was just the tip of the iceberg. In fact, over the next two 

years, related cases concerning the main publisher in the world were reported. A few months later, publisher 

Springer Nature admitted to blocking more than a thousand articles from their website to comply with Chinese 

regulations, in 2018 Taylor & Francis removed 83 journals from the subscription packages at the demand of 

Chinese authorities, and in 2019 Brill was reported co-publishing a journal with Higher Education Press, a 

publisher owned by the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), thus subjected to full 

censorship regime. Those are just some of the main publishers, and it must be taken into consideration that a 

series of cases remain unexposed. What is more worrying is that the public reaction seemed to have lessened 

in comparison with the rush of outrage after the CUP scandal (Loubere 2020, 240-242).  

It is interesting to discuss the response of these publishers and how they tried to justify their actions, since it 

provides an understanding of how these giant publishing companies understand the notion of academic 

freedom and, more generally, freedom of speech. Whereas CUP reinstated the articles, Springer Nature refused 

to act in a similar way, stating that the block of those articles in China “does not affect the content we publish 

or make accessible elsewhere in the world”, adding that the banned material is less than one percent of the 

total and that the block was necessary in order not to run the risk of having all their journals blocked (Reuters 

2017). Springer Nature’s response shows no consideration for the principle of free speech, preferring to secure 

their ability to circulate the rest of their content at the cost of sacrificing that one percent that should be 

particularly protected by such principle. In a different way, Taylor & Francis employed a sort of legalism, 

stating that the Chinese authorities have the right to select what they want to import. With this justification, 

Taylor and Francis refuse to reverse their actions, but at the same time they make sure that people know that 

“Taylor & Francis does not participate in censorship in China or anywhere else” (Taylor & Francis 2018). 



Brill, similarly to CUP, decided to tackle the problem ending its relationship with the Chinese partner (Redden 

2019), although it must be pointed out that this was only after being publicly exposed and that Brill continues 

to collaborate with different Chinese presses. Therefore, Brill does not qualify as a fully-fledged free speech 

defender. It is evident that in all those cases the principle of free speech is regarded of being of secondary 

importance compared with the pursuit of their narrow self-interest. 

In appealing to objective regulations and, at the same time, underlying their disapproval towards the Chinese 

censorship, the Taylor & Francis simply downplays its actions and try to emerge like a company who had no 

choice but to give the Chinese authorities the right to select what to import and what to leave out, and it must 

be pointed out that appealing to legalism should also apply for what concerns regulations defending academic 

freedom, such as the Hefei statement1. Apart from this, the case of Taylor & Francis is useful to show how the 

tactics of censoring are not always as direct as one may think.  In fact, a year earlier, CUP already made public 

that after the reinstatement of the blocked articles into the Chinese website its catalogue remained entirely 

available, but reversing their action led to significant decrease in their subscription rates and dissemination of 

the journal within China. The trend emerged with CUP that came into full view with Taylor & Francis showed 

that the censoring strategies are diversifying: together with traditional means of censorship, that is to say 

demanding that some sensitive content be removed, paywalls are now the main instrument through which the 

country regulate the dissemination of information within a country. Giant publishers like those mentioned 

above brings huge amounts of money to the country’s economy, charging exorbitant prices for access to their 

journals. These prices represent a form of censorship that do not affect only Chinese citizens, but everyone in 

the world that has not the ability to pay, say, 23 euros for only one article of CUP’s The China Quarterly2 or 

40 euros for an article of Taylor and Francis’ The Journal of Contemporary China.3 Most researchers access 

these journals only thanks to their university which are subscribed to the journals and provide their content for 

free to the researcher, but if people had to privately pay to subscribe to these journals, there would be a massive 

decrease in the number of people willing to spend so much money. In this sense, it is reasonable to think that 

Taylor & Francis response to the incident that made their action look like it was inevitable conceals his concern 

to run the same risks experienced by CUP.   

 

The paradox of academic publishing 

Beyond the single cases above mentioned, paywalls expose a paradox at the heart of contemporary academic 

publishing and its supposed role in promoting academic freedom and dissemination of knowledge. In fact, 

whereas authors are largely supported by public funding and does not receive any compensation from the 

submission of their article, their works are subsequently made available against payment. The peer-review 

work, that is what actually make an article academic, is also done on a voluntary basis. Not only the academic 

publishers do not pay to have the articles submitted and reviewed, but they sell their journals mainly to 

universities, which are mainly publicly funded. In other words, governments support the research of authors 

through public funding, that is our money, and at the same time, they buy the products we paid for from 

publishers (Monbiot 2011). Other kinds of publications, say a newspaper or a magazine, need to pay a series 

of services provided from writers, editors and distributors, and their profits typically oscillate between 12% 

and 15%. Academic publishers are able to elude most of those costs and register profits of more than 40%, like 

those reported by Reed-Elsevier in 2012 and 2013 (Buranyi 2017). 

This problem must be framed in a situation in which market conditions are extremely favourable for the 

publishers. In fact, universities are locked into buying the academic journals since they have to be read by 

researchers in order to keep up with their study. Moreover, there is a relatively small number of publishers 

(half of the world research is published by five companies), allowing those organizations to raise their prices 

 
1 The full version of the Hefei Statement could be found here <https://www.leru.org/news/hefei-statement> (retrieved 

June 27, 2021) 
2 More information about prices at <https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/china-quarterly/subscribe> (retrieved 

June 27, 2021) 
3 More information about prices at <https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/cjcc20/current> (retrieved June 27, 2021) 

https://www.leru.org/news/hefei-statement
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/china-quarterly/subscribe
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/cjcc20/current


at will and impose outrageous paywalls (Monbiot 2018). Prices cannot oscillate because of competition either, 

since one article can be published in more than one journal, and it is reasonable to assume that the author would 

very willingly give his permission, since the ability to publish in journals is crucial to find an academic job 

and achieve tenured positions. Claims like that of Springer Nature stating that these absurd fees are necessary 

for the development of the brand and improve the digital infrastructure seems to have not been confirmed by 

the research of institutions like the Deutsche Bank (Monbiot 2011).  

The dynamics within the academic publishing industry are undoubtedly absurd, more than ever when 

considering that internet is used to put up paywalls instead of contributing to the dissemination of knowledge, 

that is the purpose for which it was conceived. Also, it is very hard to escape from such a system. As already 

said, researchers need to have their work published in these journals in order to climb up the ladder, but this is 

not the only reason. In fact, publications in prestigious journals also influence positively the position of the 

university in the ranking systems and, what is more, the publishers not only own the journals, but they also 

control the citation indexes, the impact factors by which the journal are ranked, and the university ranking 

system (Loubere, Franceschini 2018). It is evident that ending the commercial relationship between one single 

institution and the publisher would damage the former far more than the latter.  

 

How do we solve this problem? 

This contradiction proved very complex to solve. The first and necessary step should be clarifying the nature 

of the action committed by these giant publishers. The actions in which they are involved represent an act of 

censorship, being it more direct through complying with political regulations or being indirect through insanely 

pricey paywalls that arguably affect the dissemination of knowledge even more. In light of its indirect nature 

and because its censoring effects can be much more powerful, the imposition of paywalls particularly needs to 

be subject of institutional debate and to be framed as a kind of censorship equal to more direct measures. Also, 

it is necessary to reconceptualise academic freedom in a way that dissociate from market rules. Academic 

freedom is, by definition, rooted in the seeking of the common good, and thus incompatible with the pursuit 

of profit (Loubere 2020). As the economic power of authoritarian countries like China will continue to grow, 

those leadership will gradually increase their ability to influence the content of profit-oriented multinational 

publishers that aim at selling in the Chinese market. Given the circumstances, the only possible way to uphold 

the principle of academic freedom is trying to rediscover a certain measure of idealism: publishers must stop 

regarding academic freedom as subordinated to the profit motive (Loubere, Franceschini 2017).  

Human Right Watch publicised a twelve-point code of conduct titled Resisting Chinese Government Effort to 

Undermine Academic Freedom Abroad4 in which it enumerates twelve principles to put into practice in order 

to counteract the Chinese attempt to shape a distorted perception of China abroad, but some of them could also 

be viewed as general principles for the protection of academic freedom and free speech. The document affirms 

the necessity for greater public debate at the top institutional levels, as already mentioned above, it then 

encourages to recognise that direct and indirect censoring pressures constitute threats for academic freedom 

and, above all, it presses researchers and organizations to work with academic institutions and professional 

associations to research on the most sensitive topics. It is evident that the publishers above mentioned hardly 

comply with these principles. Most worringly, it seems there is no substantial improvement off in the distance. 

Although the prospects are not promising, there are some cases in which institutions rebelled to the monopoly 

of the publishers and from which is possible to take inspiration. In 2017, four major German academic 

institutions (then followed by more than 60 others), let their subscription with Elsevier expire after failing in 

reaching an agreement on the price after an average increase of 5% per year. The representatives of these 

institutions claimed that although they acknowledge that the publishers must be paid accordingly to the service 

they offer, they do not longer recognise that their services are worth so much money. They also pointed out 

that Elsevier’s price is unreasonably high for a work funded by the public, whose peer-review process is done 

 
4 The full version of the code of conduct can be downloaded here <https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/03/21/china-

government-threats-academic-freedom-abroad > (retrieved June 27, 2021). 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/03/21/china-government-threats-academic-freedom-abroad
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/03/21/china-government-threats-academic-freedom-abroad


on a voluntary basis or is publicly funded, and whose purchase is paid by the public (Kwon 2017). 

Subsequently, those institution established the Projekt Deal 5 , representing about 300 institutions and 

demanding “a) immediate open access publication of all new research articles by authors from German 

institutions; b) Permanent full-text access to the publisher’s complete journal portfolio; c) Fair and reasonable 

pricing for such services articulated with a simple and future-oriented model based on the number of articles 

published.” A year later, a similar event took place when negotiations between Elsevier and the Swedish 

Bibsam Consortium brought to a standstill, with the latter eventually letting the subscription temporarily expire 

with no following renewal. The consortium, which represent 85 Swedish institutions, had asked that Elsevier 

allow that the works submitted by researchers at the institutions be open access and to commit the publisher in 

planning a pricing structure that would have eventually led to full open access. After the subscription lapsed, 

the consortium suggested to look for alternative measure in order to have access to the content, such as 

searching for open access versions of the paper, contacting the author and asking him to directly send a copy, 

as well as inter-library loan (Yeager 2018). The reaction of researchers were diversified: some of them were 

worried that they would not have been able to conduct research as before, some researchers agreed with the 

need to a better pricing policy, but instead of the German and Swedish strategy they would have preferred a 

more gradual approach, and others were supportive of the Strong stance by projekt DEAL and the Bibsam 

Consortium, with some even declining peer-review requests by Elsevier. In any case, it must be pointed out 

that publications bought before the subscription expiration date remained available, and that in some cases the 

same applied also for publication after institutions ended their subscription, with Elsevier stating its willingness 

to remain open in order to find an agreement (Kwon 2018a).  

Other countries have obtained more satisfying results. In 2018, the Association of University in the Netherlands 

(VSNU), which represent 14 Dutch universities, reached fruitful agreements with Springer Nature and Wiley 

through the so called publish-and-read model, a form of contract that combine the traditional fee to access 

paywalled content with the possibility of publishing open access articles. This model is spreading all over 

Europe and it goes hand in hand with an increasing understanding by European universities that achieving 100 

percent open access and a better pricing policy is possible. The VSNU is on the forefront of the movement that 

try to obtain more advantageous agreement with these giant publishers. Thanks to the publish-and-read model, 

researchers can publish open access for free in thousands of academic journals, and Springer Nature reports 

that from 2014 to 2017 their open access articles submitted per year by Dutch authors increased from 34 to 84 

(Kwon 2018b). However, it must be reminded that in the subscription fee of universities that subscribed to a 

publish-and-read agreement there is a specific section regarding the publication costs (known as “article 

processing chargers”), a section that under the traditional subscription model was handled by the publisher. 

Therefore, whereas this new way of publishing undoubtedly shows a significant step forward, the paradox of 

contemporary academic publishing continues to exist.  

It seems that actions undertaken by single institutions or countries does not have a substantial effect as 

publisher continue to impose paywalls that account for the main hindrance to the dissemination of knowledge. 

What is more, the same publishers that lock articles behind paywalls justify their censoring activities by saying 

that it is a necessary action in order to provide wider access to academic findings. The only possible solution 

seems to be a joint action from a number of institutions so big to that it allows for fair negotiation of prices. It 

must be noted that although the cases previously described are all framed within the European context, similar 

events occurred also in the US. In fact, in 2019 the University of California (UC) cut ties with Elsevier after 

the publisher’s refusal to meet the demand of the university that was pushing for a publish-and-read agreement 

(McKenzie 2019). Therefore, dissatisfaction with the publishers’ policies on an international level is evident, 

but taking concrete action is way more complicated, as it could affect the rankings of the universities which 

commit to take a stance and influence positively the position of those which continue to purchase the publishers’ 

pricey subscription. Since major institution are those who may have a substantial impact, their concern with 

damaging their reputation and the quality of their research is at least understandable.  

 
5 More information regarding the project here <https://www.projekt-deal.de/about-deal/> (retrieved June 27, 2021) 

https://www.projekt-deal.de/about-deal/


Supporters of true academic freedom can find allies in real open access sources instead of publisher that allows 

researchers to view paywalled journals and publish open access against the payment of a fee from their 

institution. Moreover, open access journals are, by definition, not affected by censorship in the pursuit of profit, 

and truly uphold the principles of academic freedom. The problem with open access sources is that with a 

small budget they usually lack the resources to produce quality works, but some examples shows that this is 

not necessarily true. The Journal of Current Chinese Affairs (JCCA) is an example of what is called diamond 

or platinum open access journal (in contrast with the golden open access standard that characterize the publish-

and-read model), which means that researchers can publish articles and neither they nor their institution needs 

to pay the article processing charges, as the article is published not by profit-oriented publisher but by publicly 

funded institutions, which in this case is the German Institute for Global and Area Studies (GIGA). The JCCA, 

with its highly respected editorial board is a major example of how a publisher with a limited budget is 

nonetheless capable of producing valuable work6. Here the willingness of senior academics to be part of the 

editorial board is crucial as it brings up the name of the journal. Starting journal like the JCCA to replace those 

under profit-oriented publishers, accompanied by the participation of leading academic figures can finally 

delete the incentives that made publishers capitulate to the Chinese government and revitalize true academic 

freedom in pursuance of true knowledge dissemination.  

  

 
6 More information about the JCCA and its editorial board can be found here <https://journals.sagepub.com/home/cca> 

(retrieved June 27, 2021). 
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